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Abstract
The purpose of this project was to develop an up-to-date senior project manual for
students of the Agricultural Education and Communication Department at California Polytechnic
State University, San Luis Obispo. The previous manual was revised to include the most current
information regarding the requirements of the senior project in the department, as most of the
information had become outdated and no longer reflected the expectations of the department.
The new design and format was created specifically to assist students in writing their senior
project manuscript as well as in properly presenting their project within the manuscript. As a
result of the revision of the manual, the quality and uniformity of senior projects submitted to the
department is expected to improve significantly.
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Chapter One
Introduction

Universities across the country incorporate capstone courses into their undergraduate
curriculum. The capstone course is an opportunity for students to apply their classroom learning
by conducting research projects, completing internships, or participating in some other careerrelated experience. One of the undergraduate graduation requirements for California Polytechnic
State University, San Luis Obispo, is to complete a capstone experience, which is referred to as
the senior project. The process of completing the senior project in the Agricultural Education and
Communication Department consists of three courses, AGED 460, AGED 461, and AGED 462.
In the first course, AGED 460, a hard copy of The Senior Project Manual is given to every
student to assist them in formatting and writing their senior project.

Statement of the Problem
The information presented in The Senior Project Manual has become outdated and does
not accurately describe the current requirements of the senior project for the Agricultural
Education and Communication Department. Part of the confusion is due to the fact that the
expectations of the senior project have changed. In addition, faculty have different ideas about
the senior project formatting requirements, which causes inconsistent formatting in the projects
submitted to the department. To decrease formatting problems and confusion concerning the
required subject matter and expectations for the senior project, a new manual needs to be created.
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Importance of the Project
Students in the Agricultural Education and Communication Department need to finish
this graduation requirement in the span of three quarters. However, they lack clear direction on
how to proceed with the senior project after completion of AGED 460. Creating a new senior
project manual will give students the direction they need to properly complete this graduation
requirement because the manual will clearly outline all of the information required to be in the
senior project. In addition to student’s lack of direction, the faculty have different ideas about
formatting requirements for the senior project, which leads to inconsistency in the projects
submitted. Including a document in the new senior project manual that establishes standardized
formatting requirements will resolve the inconsistency in the senior projects submitted to the
department. It will increase the quality and uniformity of senior projects submitted and will also
allow faculty to better advise students about the content, rather than the formatting, of their
project. Developing a new senior project manual will not only benefit Agricultural Education and
Communication students, but the department as a whole.

Purpose of the Project
The purpose of this project is to develop an up-to-date senior project manual for students
completing undergraduate graduation requirements in the Agricultural Education and
Communication Department at California Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo. This
manual is intended for students majoring in Agricultural Science and Agricultural
Communication.
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Objectives of the Project
The Objectives of this project are as follows:
•

Redesign the format of the senior project manual.

•

Detail expectations and minimum requirements of each chapter of the senior project.

•

Clearly delineate formatting requirements of the senior project.

•

Develop a document summarizing the formatting guidelines of the senior project
intended for faculty use.

•

Create the senior project manual in booklet form for ease in duplication and/or
electronic distribution.

Definition of Important Terms
•

Agricultural Communication Degree: The BS Agricultural Communication program
prepares students to become professional communicators in the agriculture industry and
related fields. Graduates of the program are effective oral and written communicators
with an applied knowledge of emerging new media. All students within the major take a
common series of courses (Cal Poly Catalog, 2011-2013).

•

Agricultural Science Degree: The BS Agricultural Science program offers a choice of
one of six concentrations plus approved electives that may be selected from one or two
career pathways: preparation of future agriculture teachers for the public secondary
schools of California or professional preparation for broad-based agricultural
occupations. The six concentrations are Agricultural Engineering Technology,
Agricultural Supplies and Services, Animal Science, Crop and Soil Science, Forestry and
Natural Resources, and Ornamental Horticulture (Cal Poly Catalog, 2011-2013).

3

•

Senior Project: The senior project is a capstone experience required for all Cal Poly
students receiving a baccalaureate degree. It integrates theory and application from
across the student’s undergraduate educational experiences (Cal Poly Catalog, 20112013).

•

Senior Project Manual: A manual distributed to students in the Agricultural Education
and Communication Department, which outlines the information that needs to be
included in the senior project to fulfill the graduation requirement for their undergraduate
degree.

Summary
The senior project is a wonderful opportunity for students to get first-hand career
experience and show their ability to contribute to their future professions. However, frustration
and misunderstanding of the senior project formatting and content requirements can hinder
students from receiving the true benefits of completing a senior project, which is to “integrate
theory and application” from their undergraduate studies (Cal Poly Catalog, 2011-2013).
Creating an updated senior project manual that clearly explains the requirements of the senior
project will improve the quality of senior projects submitted, as well as improve the experience
the students and faculty have with this graduation requirement.
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Chapter Two
The Literature Review

Capstone Experiences
Capstone experiences were created to be a culminating application of the knowledge
learned during undergraduate coursework. Its purpose is to connect theory with application by
allowing undergraduate students to participate in a first-hand career experience. Sandra Kerka
explains in her application brief, “Capstone Experiences in Career and Technical Education”,
that jobs require more than technical expertise but also nontechnical skills including leadership,
teamwork, problem solving, decision-making, critical thinking, interpersonal management, and
information management (2001). Capstone experiences are opportunities to teach
undergraduates these skills that cannot be learned in the classroom but are necessary in the
workplace. Studies show that students who participate in capstone courses require less on the
job training, develop human relation and critical thinking skills, have the opportunity to
reevaluate their career path, and see their future profession from a holistic perspective (Kerka,
2001). Participating in the capstone experience gives undergraduate students a realistic view of
their future career, which better prepares students to be valued and skilled members of the
workforce.

The Capstone Experience for Cal Poly: Senior Project
To graduate from California Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo, every
undergraduate is required to complete a capstone experience known as the senior project.
According to the Cal Poly Catalog, the definition of a senior project is “ a capstone experience
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required for all Cal Poly students receiving a baccalaureate degree. It integrates theory and
application from across the student’s undergraduate educational experiences”(2011-2013). The
catalog also explains that the senior project can consist of one or more of the following: a design
or construction experience, an experiment, a self-guided study or research project, a presentation,
a report based on and internship, co-op, or service learning experience, or a public portfolio
display or performance. The nature or form of the senior project is at the discretion of each
respective department or program and is carried out under faculty supervision.
The University’s expected outcomes of the senior project are that each student be able to
reduce a topic to specific points of analysis; organize the points of analysis into a logical
sequence; apply acquired competencies to the successful completion of a project; obtain,
evaluate, synthesize, and apply project-related information; develop and follow a project plan;
estimate hours of labor and/or cost of materials necessary to complete a project; organize
illustrate and write clear and concise project documentation; and accept supervision when needed
(Cal Poly Catalog, 2011-2013).
The requirements of senior project are also outlined in the Cal Poly Catalog. Students
must have at least one senior project unit in their undergraduate coursework and not exceed six
units. A thirty-hour requirement of work should be met to receive credit for each senior project
unit but students are discouraged from embarking on projects that will require an excessive
amount of their time. Senior project requirements within each department must be the same but
each student at Cal Poly will have a unique curricula determined by their major. The catalog
also states that the number of students working on a group senior project should not have so
many participants that it limits the individual experience or responsibility and initiative. Lastly,
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students have financial responsibility for funding their senior project and are also responsible for
meeting the university’s intellectual properties policy (Cal Poly Catalog, 2011-2013).

Senior Projects in the College of Agriculture, Food, and Environmental Sciences
As specified in the previous section, it is up to the discretion of each department at Cal
Poly to determine the specific requirements of the senior project. Below are the requirements of
the two of the departments in the College of Agriculture, Food, and Environmental Sciences.
Recreation, Parks, and Tourism Administration Department
In the Recreation, Parks and Tourism Administration Department, students are required
to take two courses, RPTA 460 and 461, to complete their senior project. The course descriptions
for RPTA 460 and 461 are outlined below:
RPTA 460 Research in Recreation, Parks and Tourism (4). Research design, literature
review, questionnaire and interview schedule construction, sampling methods, data array
and analysis, and computer applications. Selection of senior project topic and proposal
development (Cal Poly Catalog, 2011-2013).
RPTA 461 Senior Project (3). Completion, under faculty supervision, of an investigative
project typical of problems that graduates must solve in their fields of employment.
Required minimum of 90 hours. Analytical, formal report is required. Prerequisites:
Senior standing and completion of RPTA 460 with a C- or better or consent of the
instructor (Cal Poly Catalog, 2011-2013).
The first, RPTA 460, is focused on the research associated with the senior project.
Students are required to finish the first two chapters of their senior project during this course.
The second course, RPTA 461, is project based and is the actual “Learn By Doing” portion of
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the senior project experience. In regards to assistance in formatting and writing the senior
project, students are required to purchase The Literature Review by Lawerence A. Machi and
Brenda T. McEvoy as well as A Writer’s Reference by Diane Hacker (Recreation, Parks, and
Tourism Administration, 2012). Students are also given an electronic copy of the department’s
“Senior Project Policies and Procedures Manual” as well as a “Senior Project Template”. Both
of these documents clearly outline the expectation of the formal documentation of the senior
project.
Agricultural Education and Communication Department
In the Agricultural Education and Communication Department, students are required to
take three courses to fulfill their senior project requirement. The courses are AGED 460, AGED
461, and AGED 462. The senior project is split into three sections; chapters one and two are
completed in AGED 460, chapter three is completed in AGED 461, and chapter 4 and 5 are
completed in AGED 462. While AGED 460 is treated as a normal lecture course, AGED 461
and 462 are set up as individual meeting times with a specified faculty member who will oversee
the student for the duration of their senior project.
Students are given a hard copy of the “Senior Project Manual” in the AGED 460 class.
The manual is formatted as a mock senior project. The information included in the manual needs
to be updated as the expectations and formatting standards described in it are no longer
applicable.

The Components of the Agricultural Education and Communication Senior Project
The senior project for the Agricultural Education and Communication Department is
composed of five chapters. The first chapter gives an introduction of the topic that will be
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studied and discussed in the senior project and a problem associated with the topic that needs
further research. Chapter two is a literature review of the topic, which qualifies the student’s
expertise of the topic. Chapter three is a step-by-step explanation of how the student will solve
the problem they have found associated to their topic. Chapter four is presentation of the
completed senior project. Lastly, in chapter five students will make conclusions about the
outcome of their senior project.
The Literature Review
Chapter two of the senior project is the most intensive chapter of the senior project. The
chapter gives credibility to the student by demonstrating their knowledge and understanding of
the topic they have chosen to research. According to “The Literature Review” by Lawerence A.
Machi and Brenda T. McEvoy, “A literature review is a written document that presents a
logically argued case founded on a comprehensive understanding of the current state of
knowledge about a topic of study. This case establishes a convincing thesis to answer the study’s
question”(2009). For the purposes of completing the senior project requirement for the
Agricultural Education and Communication Department, the literature review is the second
chapter of the senior project, which is used to demonstrate knowledge and expertise on the topic
students have chosen to research in your senior project.
There are two types of literature review, a basic literature review and an advanced
literature review. The basic literature review summarizes and evaluates existing knowledge
about a particular topic. The purpose is to state a position on the state of that knowledge.The
advanced literature review addresses the state of knowledge on a topic and then identifies an
issue to study that needs further research development (Machi and McEvoy, 2009).
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Machi and McEvoy outline six steps of a literature in their book. The steps are to select a
topic, search the literature, develop an argument, survey the literature, critique the literature, and
last write the review. The main goal in selecting a suitable topic is to state it as a well-define
question that will allow you to find specific and concise research to support the topic chosen.
Searching literature allows the researcher to find the strongest evidence to support their topic.
After finding strong evidence through the literature search, the claims and thoughts about the
research topic need to be formulated into a clear, sound argument. Once the argument is created,
the researcher needs to analyze the evidence gathered in the literature search as a means of
forming an argument about the current knowledge about their topic. In the literature critique, the
researcher interprets the knowledge that is recognized about their topic and its validity to their
research. The last step is to use all the information gathered in the first five steps and write the
literature review (Machi and McEvoy, 2009).

Summary
The capstone experience for California Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo is
known as the senior project and is used to give undergraduate students an opportunity to apply
their classroom learning in a pre-professional environment, as well as learn interpersonal skills
that are essential in the workplace. Students who participate in these types of pre-professional
experiences are proven to excel more quickly in their fields as well as have a better
understanding of their industry than other employees. In regards to fulfillment of this graduation
requirement, each department at Cal Poly has its own discretion as to how their undergraduate
students have to complete the senior project, but must meet the minimum requirements of the
University. For the Agricultural Education and Communication Department, students take a
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three course series to complete their senior project and are given a senior project manual to assist
them in formatting and writing their senior project. The information presented in the senior
project manual has become inapplicable for completion of this graduation requirement in the
Agricultural Education and Communication Department. Therefore, the manual needs to be
updated to provide clarification of the expectations as well as formatting and content
requirements for the senior project.
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Chapter Three
Methods

In order to create an up-to-date senior project manual that reflects the changes in
expectations and formatting of the senior project in the Agricultural Education and
Communication Department, the first step is to consult faculty and create an outline of the
information that should be presented in the manual. Faculty should also be consulted concerning
possible senior project ideas in Agricultural Education and Communication to present in the
manual. Lastly, faculty should be consulted about the formatting requirements and procedures
that are required to submit senior projects to the university. Following faculty consultation, the
author will find outside resources that best describe the process of formatting and submitting the
senior project. The resources should focus on the American Psychological Association (APA)
formatting guidelines, the exact format and content requirements of the senior project, and steps
of senior project submission.
It is important when creating the manual to present the information in a simplistic format
with as much detailed information as possible to guide students through the process of
completing their senior project. An introductory section should be included that addresses the
logistical information concerning the completion of the senior project, including what chapters
must be completed in each of the three senior project courses and the selection of the senior
project advisor. In addition, there should be five different sections defining the focus of each of
the five chapters of the senior project as well as specific information to need to be covered in
each specific chapter. Lastly, there should be appendices at the end of the manual that include
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APA formatting guidelines, other formatting guidelines, example senior project chapters, and
senior project submission instructions.

Faculty Consultation
Three professors were consulted concerning the creation of a new senior project manual.
The first professor, Dr. Robert Flores teaches the AGED 460 course and served as the faculty
advisor for the senior project. He explained how the expectations and formatting have changed
for the senior project as well as how the senior project should now be formatted. He also
provided resources to aid in understanding the process of senior project submission and gave
general assistance in the formation of the manual.
Dr. William Kellogg, the department head of the Agricultural Education and
Communication Department, provided a list of criterion that Agricultural Education students
should consider when choosing the topic of their senior project as well as a list of possible senior
project suggestions for students pursuing a career in Agricultural Education.
Dr. J. Scott Vernon, the main faculty advisor for students studying Agricultural
Communication, also provided a list of criterion Agricultural Communication students should
consider when choosing the topic of the senior project as well as a list of possible senior project
suggestions for students pursuing a career in Agricultural Communication.

Identifying Available Resources
The author used both print and online resources in updating the senior project manual.
The print resources used were the previous department manual as well as the book, The
Literature Review by Machi and McEvoy. The previous department manual was consulted as a
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reference for general senior project requirements that are not specific to a research-based project.
The Literature Review, was used to obtain a definition of a basic literature review to place in the
updated manual. The online resources used were the Purdue Online Writing Lab, the APA
formatting website, the Agricultural Education and Communication Digital Commons. The
Purdue Online Writing Lab, also known as OWL, is a useful resource that describes the
requirements for APA formatting standards. A screenshot of the website was placed in the
appendix of the manual along with directions for finding information on the site. The APA
formatting website also explains all relevant information regarding proper APA formatting.
Screenshots of the APA website were included in the updated manual with instructions for
navigating the site. Lastly, the Agricultural Education and Communication Digital Commons
were used to find exceptional examples of the senior project manuscript from students in the
department to use in the updated manual. All of these resources bring clarity and simplicity in
understanding to the updated senior project manual.

Developing the Manual
After consulting the faculty of the Agricultural Education and Communication
Department as well as researching and choosing the most appropriate resources for students to
use in the completion of their senior project, the author began to develop the manual. It was
important to include color in the manual as well as create a very user-friendly manual. In order
to create a more user-friendly manual, the author hyperlinked the entire table of contents to
correlate with each section of the manual as well as hyperlinked important webpages for students
use. To reflect the updated requirements of senior projects for the Agricultural Education and
Communication Department, three different types of senior projects were outlined and explained
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in the Chapter Four section of the manual rather than focusing solely on research-based senior
projects. In addition, numerous appendices were included that explained content that some
students may be required to include in their projects and may need understanding to format and
create.

Continuous Revision Process
The author met regularly with Flores to ensure that the correct information and
requirements were being conveyed in the senior project manual. The meetings lasted from 30
minutes to 1 hour. Constant revision of grammar, spelling, and content is essential to presenting
the most useful resource to students in the department.

Summary
It is essential in revising a senior project manual to consult faculty regarding the current
requirements, utilize outside resources to explain how to properly format and compose the senior
project, as well as create a manual that is user-friendly and contains up-to-date, correct and clear
information. According to university standards, the faculty of each department dictates the
requirements of the senior project for their students. Therefore, consulting faculty in the revision
of the senior project manual is essential to providing the correct information to students. In
addition, finding appropriate outside resources to present in the manual will bring ease and
clarity to students as they complete their project without the author having to create all the
information to present. Lastly, the development and sequence of the manual needs to establish
the manual as a resource to students in completing the senior project, not a hindrance to their
progress. All the steps taken to revise the senior project manual serve to increase the quality as
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well as the uniformity of the senior projects submitted to the Agricultural Education and
Communication Department.
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Chapter Four
Results and Discussion

In the following pages, you will find the revised version of the Agricultural Education
and Communication Senior Project Manual. The updated manual was created to be both userfriendly as well as eye-catching. It will be useful for both the faculty and students of the
Agricultural Education and Communication Department, but is written specifically to assist
students in writing their senior project manuscript as well as properly presenting their senior
project in the manuscript. The manual is presented as screenshots within the pages of the
manuscript. In order to create a more user-friendly manual, the author hyperlinked the entire
Table of Contents to correlate with each section of the manual as well as hyperlinked important
webpages for student use. To reflect the updated requirements of senior projects for the
Agricultural Education and Communication Department, three different types of senior projects
were outlined and explained in the Chapter Four section of the manual rather than focusing
solely on research-based senior projects. In addition, numerous appendices were included that
explained content that some students may be required to include in their projects and may need
understanding to format and create.
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Chapter Five

Summary, Recommendations, and Conclusions

Summary
The updated senior project manual will be significantly more helpful to students in the
Agricultural Education and Communication Department because the information presented is
updated and applicable for the current senior project requirements. As the new manual begins to
be used, students will be able to finish their senior projects more efficiently and the quality of
senior projects in the department will improve. This manual should be continually updated to
revise any changes in the requirements or formatting as well as add in new information that
becomes pertinent to the fulfillment of this graduation requirement.

Recommendations
The following recommendations should be considered prior to beginning the next revision of the
senior project manual:
1. Consult students and faculty regarding revisions needs.
• This recommendation is based on the fact that revisions of the manual will greatly
affect the students of the department as they work to fulfill this graduation requirement
as well as the faculty who are advising the students of the department as they develop
their senior project. Both student and faculty input is essential to ensuring the
formatting and content requirements of the senior project are being included as well as
clearly communicated in the manual.
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2. Meet regularly with the senior project faculty advisor.
• The success of this updated manual would not have been possible without constant
assistance of the senior project faculty advisor. Meeting regularly with this individual
will ensure you are meeting the department’s expectations for the manual as well as
assist you in developing the formatting and content to include in the manual.
3. Create more appendices or a handbook that explain functions of Microsoft Word pertinent
to senior project.
• Numerous students struggle in formatting their senior project correctly because they
have not been taught to use all the functions of Microsoft Word that would bring ease
to formatting their senior project correctly. The author recommends creating
appendices or a handbook outlining the step-by-step process to:
o

Creating a page break

o

Creating a Table of Contents

o

Creating Tables and Figures

o

Creating Bookmarks and Hyperlinks

4. Create a template for the Table and Figures page of senior project manuscript
• Students also struggle to create the Table and Figures pages of the senior project.
Creating a template that they can easily input information into will bring ease to this
process as well as increase the uniformity of the projects submitted to the department.

Conclusions
Completing the revision of the senior project manual for the Agricultural Education and
Communication Department was a success because it met the objectives established at the
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beginning of the project. The change in formatting of the manual is more conducive to
conveying the current requirements of the senior project for the department. In addition, the
formatting and content requirements for the senior project manuscript are clearly delineated with
tangible examples for each component. All the revisions made to the senior project manual will
significantly improve the quality of senior projects students submit to the department as well as
reduce confusion for students as they complete their senior projects. The only negative outcome
of these revisions was the lack of student and faculty feedback on the revisions made as well as
the revised manual’s actual effectiveness. Though the author met the objectives set at the
beginning of the project, student and faculty feedback would have improved the credibility of the
updated manual as well as increased efficacy of the manual.
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